The social history of colonial Southeast Asia has often been narrated through the lens of 'plural societies', where various ethnic groups rarely mixed. This article challenges that narrative by pointing to traditions of multi-ethnic interaction, particularly in port cities, dating back to an early modern age of commerce. Although colonialism introduced new racial hierarchies that reinforced stark ethnic divides, it also created arenas where these could be transgressed. In the interwar era, international organizations, such as Rotary clubs, provided a way of breaking the colour bar of colonial society and a venue for multi-ethnic representation in a shared associational space. They converged with existing notions of civic duty, while promoting a public intellectual culture in cities for both men and women, as well as a new sense of regionalism. In ethnically divided Malaya, Asian Rotarians questioned the importance of race and debated the possibilities of a multi-ethnic future for the nation. While such cosmopolitan ideals were more vulnerable in the post-colonial era of nation-states, the organizations of the interwar era left important legacies for civil society in the region.
Introduction
In April 1938, the Penang Rotary Club hosted a regional conference that brought together Rotarians from all over 'Middle Asia', conceived, in Rotary's map of the world, as a region stretching from Afghanistan to the Philippines. The gathering included Asian as well as Western representatives, from Rangoon, Bangkok, Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, Malacca, Surabaya, Batavia, Manila, and Kupang. The speeches given over the three-day conference were self-congratulatory, remarking on the progress that Rotary had made in establishing clubs throughout the region, and on the opportunity that such clubs provided for breaking down racial boundaries between all 'classes and creeds'. Western Rotarians, in particular, I am convinced that it is in this part of the world that all Rotary objects have undergone acid tests. Those of us who live here are aware of the frictions that exist between racial and national groups; and the deep-rooted prejudices, which impede the way to potential fellowship. Every club in this region is cosmopolitan in membership. If the whole Rotary idea is western in its inception, the Far East is the real research laboratory. y in our region we are confronted with the unfortunate traditions of international and interracial contracts; with grim realities of exploitation and crass economic competition; with social attitudes based on arrogance and half truths; and active antipathies that retard justice and right thinking. Zimmerman's critique of the 'unfortunate traditions of international and interracial contracts' -a reference to the unequal, extraterritorial treaties imposed on Siam by foreign colonial powers, as well as the region's long history of absorbing migrant populations -was echoed in the observations of the colonial scholar J. S. Furnivall. According to Furnivall, the medley of diverse ethnic communities in the region met only in the marketplace. 3 They lacked a 'common cultural tradition', and hence any sense of political community. This was exacerbated by the open-door immigration policies of colonial states, which created a racial hierarchy of 'plural societies' with Europeans at the top, foreign Asian migrants in the middle, and natives at the bottom. The rhetoric of internationalism emerged in full force in the interwar era, bolstered by the creation of the League of Nations. At this time, Southeast Asians were beginning to challenge the rigid, racial hierarchies of colonial society. While colonialism had exacerbated racial tensions between communities, the accelerated flow of ideas due to advances in communication and travel generated a host of new ways to imagine communal differences as well as to surmount them. Ideas of ethnic nationalism were in the air, but so were the wider, global affiliations. The rise of communism in Southeast Asia has been well studied 1 'The future of Rotary in Middle Asia', Straits Echo, 19 April 1938. within particular national contexts. 4 Scholars, including Carolien Stolte in this special issue, are beginning to explore the internationalization of labour in this age, particularly in Asia. Moreover, the study of transnational movements of Asian traders and 'capitalists' has gained new credence, particularly within the context of Indian Ocean studies.
5
These wider networks have been obscured by Southeast Asian historiography's focus on anti-colonial forms of ethno-nationalism, born out of the perceived encroachment of migrant communities on 'native' territory, as in the case of the radical Burmese 'Thakin' movement and Malay Associations of the 1930s. 6 There has been little, if any, research on Siam's prewar associational life, partly as the result of the focus on high politics around the 1932 coup; and the 'official nationalism' of Siam in the decade before and after the coup has often been seen as targeted towards Chinese and other migrant communities, with notions of Thai ethnic identity taking primordial place as the defining feature of the state. 7 Scholars of migrant and minority groups, meanwhile, have tracked the emergence of diasporic mentalities through these communal associations and enhanced networks with migrants' homelands, but have not said much about their contributions to the wider communities in which they settled.
the press. In the context of Southeast Asia's 'plural societies', they prioritized connection across racial lines, and promoted the improvement of local, urban, and national communities within the context of a truly global capitalism, in which Asians, rather than Westerners, could decide their own economic futures.
When it began in Chicago in 1905, Rotary's aim was to bring together representatives of a number of different professions, re-creating the fraternal camaraderie of small-town America through the ideal of public service. By 1920, these principles had been carried forth to the Caribbean, Latin America, Europe, and Asia through movements of transnational businessmen who promoted Rotarian ideals of professionalism, friendship, community service, and international cooperation, operating within the institutional framework of Rotary International. The movement signalled the emergence of urban, professional men, connected by transnational sociability throughout the world, although it also included progressive aristocrats in non-colonial Japan and Siam, who sought to showcase their cosmopolitan sensibilities and links to the world of commerce. As Brendan Goff has noted, the promise of world fellowship in the interests of capitalist gain brought together odd pairings of Japanese princes and Kansas shop-owners, speaking to each other in the same language.
10 Goff refers to Rotary as a particularly American ideology of 'civic internationalism', a form of 'Wilsonianism without the state'. 11 Yet the success of Rotary's diffusion around the world was a testament not only to the efforts of its North American promoters but also to its flexible institutional form. It was adapted for use by local civil society actors in diverse settings, while operating seamlessly within the overarching framework of interwar internationalism.
Rotary's focus on creating networks across racial lines made it particularly appealing to an emerging Asian professional class. In the transition from colonial rule, Asian Rotarians reached out to a wider interwar internationalism while exploring ideas of multi-ethnic community. This was a novel idea in a world dominated by nation-states, which often presented themselves as racially homogenous entities. Goff argues that, while Rotary provided a means by which white Americans could export an ideal of a culturally homogenous nation abroad, increasing international engagement after the First World War destabilized the 'tacit whiteness of Rotary International's civic internationalism'.
12 Through internationalist rhetoric, Rotary provided Asians with the opportunity to promote the cultural pluralism that defined the region as a positive force, and with a semi-public civic space to test out new ideas of citizenship, economic empowerment, and piecemeal social change. Focusing on Burma, Siam, and, in particular, Malaya, this article examines the way in which Rotary clubs, in promoting new forms of sociability among an emerging professional class not only helped create a new associational space that broke through racial barriers in colonial society but also provided a home-grown vision of a modern, multi-ethnic community that the movement's founders did not foresee. Cosmopolitan foundations and the breaking of the 'colour bar'
While both Zimmerman and Furnivall, writing in the 1930s and 1940s, saw the diversity of Southeast Asian societies as a negative trait, contemporary theorists might refer to the transnational movements of capital as evidence of 'actually existing cosmopolitanism' in the region. 13 The region's port cities, in particular, witnessed a diverse array of religious, kinship, and increasingly secular associational cultures, existing in close proximity. From the region's 'Age of Commerce' in the sixteenth century through to the early twentieth century, the social fabric of Southeast Asian port cities consisted of an ad hoc coalition of temples, mosques, churches, trade and clan associations, and secret societies -religious, civil, and subversive informal institutions. 14 The texture of associational life in such cities was rich and diverse in its scope. Chinese clan associations, mosques, Hindu temples, and churches provided venues in which communities found spiritual sustenance, as well as sites for forging commercial networks along communal lines. 15 There were many cases of inter-racial marriage, as foreign
Asian and Arab traders came to the region and took local wives, enhancing their own social networks. Communities did interact, and have always interacted in the city's public spaces, not least, as Furnivall drily noted, in the marketplace. This was one of the 'central organizing principles of trade' in Southeast Asian port cities, and it is unlikely that social connections across ethnic lines never occurred during practices of financial transaction, bargaining, exchanging gossip, securing news, and setting prices. 16 While an emerging sense of political community according to the Western, nation-state model may have been absent, a sense of social integration within the port city as a multi-ethnic space, linked to a wider regional and global world, existed among a trading class operating relatively freely under indigenous rulers who encouraged maritime commerce. The arrival of colonial powers led to both inland retreat and resistance by indigenous rulers, as the Malay archipelago, Burma, and Indochina fell into foreign hands. European powers put an end to royal monopolies in Siam, and negotiated contracts enforcing their right to trade freely in Bangkok. Some local rulers barred their subjects from engaging in maritime commerce, leaving this to foreign traders, while Siam continued to encourage Chinese migrants to assimilate and compete commercially with its increasingly powerful colonial neighbours.
17 Port cities, in particular, were largely populated by an influx of foreign migrants. With the founding of Penang, Singapore, and Rangoon in the nineteenth century, In some cases, Asians responded to the exclusionary walls of the colonial clubhouse by forming their own clubs and associations, such as chambers of commerce, replicating the European model of gentlemanly respectability. Such clubs helped to foster new, inter-Asian alliances, as in Rangoon, where an 'Orient Club' was founded to the exclusion of Europeans. Here, Burmese, Chinese, and Indian professionals were drawn together in lively conversation, friendship, and political debate -albeit behind closed doors.
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Western-style associational models created barriers between white and Asian communities as well as new meeting places. Learned societies and translation bureaus were institutions on which empire thrived, allowing the state to gather local knowledge, both secular and sacred, which was integral to its ability to govern. 22 In some cases, however, they also provided While Rotary drew on older networks of association, it was also a part of a growing, public culture of philanthropy, inspired by new international associations, from the Red Cross to the YMCA. By the early twentieth century, Southeast Asia was witnessing the arrival of these institutions as they sought to extend their global reach. The Chinese and Japanese Red Cross societies inspired the Queen of Siam in her own humanitarian activities, while the YMCA, its female equivalent the YWCA, and Scouts and Guides arrived in colonial Southeast Asia via young colonial expatriates and their wives. Those involved in such organizations were atypical of the Western colonial establishment. Commenting on the stark racism of colonial Penang's colour bar, the journalist George Bilainkin then pointed to the head of the local YWCA, noting that it would be a 'heinous offence to overlook the few women in Penang who had a proper conception of their duties to native people. They were the exceptions and worked despite complete lack of encouragement.'
32 Western teachers taught and tested modern ideas of equal citizenship and multi-racial cooperation through organizations such as the YWCA in Malaya. The effervescence of new kinds of transnational association, inspiring local forms of activism and social mobilization, occurred within an emerging framework of internationalism, put in place by the promise of the League of Nations. While independent Siam played an active role at the League of Nations table, many Asians in the colonized world began to see a future in sovereign states, even though the League never fulfilled its promise of being a truly encompassing world fellowship during the interwar era. 37 Around the time that Rotary clubs were established in Southeast Asia, discussions of the failures of the League of Nations emerged in the local press. In a 1929 issue of Penang's Eastern Courier, a literary magazine published with the support of Kuomintang networks for English-speaking Asians in Southeast Asia, an article pointed to examples from Nicaragua to China where the League had failed to intervene. It went on to argue:
It is a thousand pities that the League of Nations has apparently thought fit to more or less ignore the rising forces in Asia and has failed to enlist the confidence, sympathy, and support of most Asiatic countries y It is therefore clear that the League as it exists cannot contribute much towards the peace, progress and prosperity of the world, and that the time has come to examine in detail its structure and achievements, and suggest ways and means to transform it into a world force for good.
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However, the promise of global inclusion was still seen as a worthy cause, for the author rejected a suggestion on the part of some Asian intellectuals to form an Asiatic League of Nations:
Asiatics should never become parties to a separatist institution y it would stand in danger of being accused of perpetuating racial rivalries, if not antagonism. At a time when 'the Parliament of Man and the Federation of the World' is becoming the ideal of the best brains in all countries, let it not be said against Asiatic leaders that they have striven to emphasise points of disagreement and disunion among mankind. What we have to strive for is one powerful organisation of which every nation in the world would be proud, to which every weak national unit would look with confidence for support, guidance and protection, and in which all the different countries of the world would be able to feel as important and influential as their most powerful neighbours.
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Although the League was not fulfilling its promise of a truly international fellowship, the arrival of Rotary, in the meantime, as an organization that welcomed members from all over the world, provided one possibility for grounding these hopes.
Rotary fever in interwar Asia
The educators, journalists, civil servants, doctors, architects, and businessmen. They came to the fore of public life in the 1920s and 1930s, and looked not only to imperial metropoles but also to Republican China, Japan, India, Ceylon, Turkey, Egypt, and America, as models of modernity. Many Asian Rotarians were conversant in multiple languages, and hailed from a diversity of professional and ethnic backgrounds. They welcomed the opportunity to break the racial hierarchies of colonial society and sought to expand their networks beyond the scope of their own ethnic communities, their professions, and even their class.
Philanthropy and public intellectual culture
While Rotarians could be accused of exclusivity amid their closed-door luncheon meetings, the club reached out to a wider public by supporting a number of philanthropic initiatives. Commitment to community 'service' was the criterion for one's nomination for membership of the club. Donations for community-oriented projects were called for at every meeting, and were put towards school scholarships, infant welfare centres, and an Asiatic employment fund. Leper asylums in Penang and Bangkok received regular support. In Rangoon, activities included finding suitable accommodation for the homeless, registering the unemployed, and enlisting the aid of the public to deal with various relief problems, particularly after the 1930 earthquake. Penang's Rotary Club sponsored a boys' club in Ayer Itam that fed and found employment for Tamil and Chinese street-children in the city, as well as the Malay boys originally living in the area, providing them with a small hostel. 55 The boys were given skills training and put into jobs so that they might become 'self-reliant', with the money they earned going into savings accounts. While this was an attempt to spread the capitalist ethos, it differed from missionary and other philanthropic organizations by treating the boys not as victims and projects of social uplift but as agents who could shape their own future. The Rotary programme was explained to them with a question: 'were they willing to be guided, disciplined, but otherwise run their own affairs?' Seventy-five boys enrolled in the programme, and were employed in the market, at the harbour, at the Penang Cricket Club, In the region's cosmopolitan port cities, where associations thrived, Rotary did not introduce a culture of philanthropy, but provided an additional venue in which community service could be exercised and demonstrated. Many Asian community leaders spread themselves across a range of organizations, from communal associations and reform leagues to professional associations. They made a conscious move to engage in philanthropic activity, whereas many Asian elites remained isolated and divorced from public life in the 1920s and 1930s, leaving their luxury homes only to show status at the racetrack and the polo pitch. 57 There is ample evidence that Asian community leaders who were not Rotarians continued traditions of investing heavily in education and social welfare, primarily within their own community but often for the public as a whole. While Rotary ideals of community thus dovetailed with some of the philanthropic models already in existence in Southeast Asian port cities, Asian Rotarians also found direct resonance with the club's motto of 'service above self' in their own cultural traditions and languages. At the 1938 Rotary conference in Penang, delegates from around the region translated the motto in this way. In a speech, Swami Bhaswarananda pointed to the nineteenth-century mystic Ramakrishna: 'in his life, I find that there is the nucleus of service which he taught to mankind y distributed food to hunger-stricken people'. 63 At another point, a Javanese Rotarian noted, 'In the most aristocratic idiom of the Javanese language the personal pronoun ''I'' has the same roots as the word ''service''. It means that ''service'' is an idea that belongs to the higher regions of the human mind.' 64 He linked this to an old doctrine of mutuality in Asian philosophy. Rotary values, far from constituting a fixed set of values, were translated and internalized by Asians in different ways. A Siamese speaker found the phrase 'service above self' impossible to translate into Thai, but sought to understand what it meant, giving a light-hearted speech that ran through a number of interpretations: 'You must serve yourself rather than let self dominate you'; 'You must think of doing good to the community and to yourself'; referring to a Biblical analogy, 'Give and it shall be given to you'; and joking about the 'tennis of life' -that without service one would never get the advantage of a deuce -before commenting on the 'spirit of fellowship' present at Rotary gatherings. 65 Siamese princes yielded a more serious interpretation, anchored in the agricultural image of the Siamese nation. Prince Bidyalankarana noted that the principles of Rotary were entrenched in the mind-set of Siamese farmers, to whom kings had always taken a paternal (and often patronizing) attitude:
indeed the common people of Siam have always acted on the principle of service above self. Owing to the lack of labor the peasant cultivators have always combined in both It is worthwhile to note that, after the 1932 coup, Siamese princes, in self-imposed exile in various locations around the region from Penang to Medan, continued their affiliations with Rotary. Having given way to a new, democratically driven government in Siam, and being marginalized from any real political power, the princes sought from exile to assert themselves as promoters of Siam's intellectual and cultural place within the region and the world. While some Thai princes, such as Prince Varnvaidya, continued to play an important role in the League of Nations in Geneva, others stayed in the area to cultivate its regional relationships. Prince Purachatra became director of RODA, the Rotary periodical for Malaya and Siam. Prince Biyalankarana, a civil servant, writer, publisher, and member of the Siam Society, wrote essays on Siamese history for the magazine. Throughout the 1930s, other Thai members contributed articles to RODA, including Luang Siddhi Sayamkarn, head of the League of Nations section in the Foreign Ministry, who wrote on the treaties with foreigners that were renegotiated in the 1930s, namely by Pridi Panomyong, a brilliant French-trained lawyer, who helped orchestrate the 1932 coup. Sayamkarn wrote that Siam's new treaties with foreign powers were 'based on reciprocity, equity, and mutual benefit', with Siam having now attained 'full and independent sovereignty'. This was a public announcement to the region that Siam had finally broken free from its 'semi-colonial' status.
One of Rotary's greatest achievements in 1930s Southeast Asia was fostering a culture of public intellectual activity. Visiting scholars, professionals, and Asian literati gave public lectures, which were transmitted in the pages of the Asian-owned English press (Penang's Straits Echo, Burma's The Nation, and Bangkok's Bangkok Daily Mail), bilingual literary periodicals such as Burma's World of Books, and regional periodicals such as RODA. Lectures focused on religion, history, culture, literature, and libraries, as well as on new 'modern' innovations, from the 'evolution of the writing machine' to technologies of 'duplication'. Rotarians were fascinated by technologies of communication at a time when advances in postal and print communication, press photography, wireless radio, and aeroplanes brought the world closer than ever. During the Penang conference, one delegate declared 'distance is being eliminated': 'a month or so ago two men entered middle Asia from the West and left it in the East between a sunset and a sunset. The air is alive not only with aeroplanes but with the voices and music of the world.' 67 Arguments by visiting international 'experts' often provided fodder for making important semi-political claims within the colonial context. From the 1920s, the Burmese press had been deriding the aesthetic sensibility of Rangoon's civic buildings, built by colonial architects in various styles, from the Gothic Revival of the Victorian era to Anglo-Indian orientalism. Basil Ward, a New Zealand architect trained by the Royal Institute of British Architects and one of the pioneers of British modernism, gave a Rotary lecture likening the buildings to a 'visible encrustation of a dozen dead styles'. 68 The next day, U Ba Pe, a leading political figure in colonial Burma, gave a rousing speech in the Burma Legislative Council proposing a design for the new City Hall by a Burmese architect that combined Art Deco minimalism with classical Burmese ornamentation. Along with examples from elsewhere, U Ba Pe drew on Ward's lecture, published in the daily press that morning, to highlight Burmese architecture's compatibility with modern, civic architecture, and won the argument. The victory over the new design for City Hall, situated in colonial Rangoon's central axis, reflected a turning point in the power of the Asian public to dictate the visual impact of the city's political centre. Through Rotary lectures, transmitted in the local press, Rotarians as well as the broader public learned about both modern innovations and the rich histories and cultures of their own communities. The Penang-based Islamic scholar, H. G. Sarwar, one of the first Muslims to translate the Qur'an into English, lectured on Islam and Sufism. In Penang, the Indian community leader and medical doctor N. K. Menon lectured on the Chinese reformer Dr Sun Yat Sen and the history of Chinese secret societies. Charlton Maxwell, who grew up in Malaya as the son of a British official, gave an inspiring Rotary lecture in 1934 on the secrets of the Malay language, exploring the nuances of its grammar to explain why the language was 'worth studying' (before his tragic death, Maxwell had apparently been working on a theory that the Malay language was onomatopoeic and had a close affinity to a 'world language', its sounds being similar to those in other languages). Besides fostering conversations among communities at the local level, Rotary also began cultivating a new regional sensibility among neighbours, not only through reading about each other but also through travel. U Ba Win, Rotary's president in Rangoon, visited Colombo with his wife for a Rotary meeting and was given unprecedented permission to worship at the temple of the Sacred Tooth Relic according to Burmese, rather than Sinhalese, Buddhist custom. Meanwhile, through RODA, Rotarians in the region read about each other, and made new connections on a pan-Asian level.
The idea of 'Southeast Asia' had not yet taken hold, but the Penang conference of 1938 for 'Middle Asia' helped representatives from India, Burma, Siam, the East Indies, and Ceylon to meet each other, and to conceive of themselves as a common regional community. During the conference, different ethnic and national identities were evoked as a testament to the region's cosmopolitanism. At a dinner hosted by a wealthy Chinese philanthropist, speeches were given in different languages. The Siamese delegate spoke in Thai, a Dutch Rotarian from Bandung spoke in Javanese, 'Frankels' of Singapore followed with a speech in Malay, and the Ceylon-born editor of the Penang Straits Echo, M. Saravanmuttu, gave an address in Tamil. 74 Though Rotary's French director-general transmitted a telegram advocating the need for a universal language, the performing of discreet ethnic identities spoke to a desire to preserve a sense of cultural authenticity in a cosmopolitan setting. While Western, and particularly American, ideas of universalism were often founded on the promotion of English as an 'international' language, 75 both Asian Rotarians and Western
Rotarians long resident in Asia celebrated the articulation of cultural difference through a panoply of languages, bridged through translation. Networks forged via Rotary clubs also spilled out into more informal sectors. Some Penang Rotarians formed a discussion group in 1933 under the name, 'The Lost Souls'. They included Dr Ong Chong Kheng and M. Saravanamuttu. The group's name suggests a sense of collective nostalgia, or what Hanley, in reference to interwar Alexandria, refers to as a 'grieving cosmopolitanism' between a group that was connected not by their ethnicity but by their Western education abroad and their allegiance to an imperial identity with a global reach. 76 The atmosphere of the club, however, was anything but sombre. Khor Cheang Kee, then a cub reporter for the Straits Echo, recalled that they met every Friday night, often in one of the popular restaurants in town, and became a standard feature of Penang's social and intellectual life in the 1930s. 77 This was a venue where they could informally discuss their grievances with the colonial government, at times in the company of colonial officials.
The club was not registered with the colonial government but acted as a publicly recognized 'secret society'. Although the initial group was constituted of nine members, others often joined during lively dinner sessions. The men came together within Rotary's club walls, but the movement of the group into a popular restaurant, at which everyone was welcome to join in to discuss politics and matters of interest, grounded civic culture within an intimate and informal public space, centred on Penang's famous culinary culture. A Rotarian writing in 1948 in response to Khor's recollections thought this was an excellent alternative to the Rotary practice of having papers read every week. Like the coffee houses of Vienna or Istanbul, the practice of weekly, lively conversation at a restaurant or the local kopi tiam (Malay coffee house) was a highly localized mode of association, in which Asian cosmopolitanism manifested itself within the multi-ethnic port city, enduring well into the post-colonial period. Saravanamuttu pressed Rotarians, as well as the wider community, to think beyond the tenets of local community, and to practise a more global outlook:
Imagining a multi-ethnic nation
Our community is a somewhat cosmopolitan one and we are inclined to think that we are practicing international service in meeting and mixing at our meetings with Rotarians of other nationalities and races. It is however a great deal more than that and Rotary, even if it has not hitherto achieved much, has made real attempts in the field of international service.
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He alluded to examples of Rotarians from France and Germany working towards mutual understanding, and focused on its role as a real force for world peace through its fellowship of businessmen and professionals:
The express purpose of the Fourth Object of Rotary is a creation of the international mind among Rotarians of all races and nations. By an international mind, I mean a mind which, looking out beyond its own racial and territorial boundaries, discerns the essential oneness of all humanity. The things that differentiate men into races, and nations and classes and creeds are of little consequence compared with the compelling unities that binds them all together as members of one great human family. Saravanamuttu's appeal to the 'international mind' indicated the appeal of interwar internationalism on a broad, global scale, while also presenting the unique standpoint of Penang's multi-ethnic middle class. Penangites often saw themselves as microcosms of the new internationalism: the press once compared a multi-ethnic group of donors to a new school to a miniature 'League of Nations'; similarly, a young student, writing in a school magazine, playfully compared himself and his friends to the 'Great Five' of the League.
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For people such as Saravanamuttu, as well as many Penangites, a cosmopolitan outlook was necessary to subvert the injustices of the colonial colour bar (Saravanamuttu himself had been barred from a meeting of Malayan editors on account of the colour of his skin) and imagine a Malaya in which foreign-born citizens and long-domiciled migrants had a place. Race could not be a barrier preventing citizens from participating fully in the social and political life of the country; nor could it be the defining feature of the nation. Through Rotary platforms, Penang's intellectuals strove to downgrade the importance of race. In May 1934, Dr Ong Chong Keng addressed the Penang Rotary Club with a lecture on 'Human evolution in the future', envisioning a world free of racial prejudice. Via inter-racial mixing, 'Physical differences which now distinguished the members of one race from another will gradually diminish, and racial prejudices will disappear, for the simple reason that colour will no longer serve as an infallible guide in the determination of one's race.' 84 For these Asian cosmopolitans, Rotary provided both an ideological and an associational venue to bridge racial boundaries in colonial society and envision a world of greater equality between whites and Asians, and between indigenous and migrant communities. From the perspective of working-class and rural Malays, struggling in the wake of the worldwide depression, this cosmopolitan outlook was the luxury of the city-dweller, and did In this country, there is not a single institution or Society having as its object the promotion of friendship and contact with the Malay peoples. The absence of this contact has accentuated the fact that out of the millions that have been made out of the country nothing has come back in the shape of benefactions for the promotion and encouragement of cultural and academic prowess of the people of this country y. We are never tired of congratulating ourselves on the harmony and tolerance that exist among the diverse races: we are apt to forget because the Malay has been such an incredibly good host. It is too much to expect that this will last forever.
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The Malays, Eusoff argued, had been forced to adjust to a foreign, cosmopolitan culture for too long, unable even to travel through their own country without speaking a language other than their own, while foreigners could 'spend years in the country without knowing a word of Malay, and what is more, claim a voice in the administration of the country whose people he knows very little'. 87 He continued by addressing the very conditions in which he was allowed to speak: 'Take language, which few Europeans, Indians, or Chinese had taken the time to learn well. While foreign migrants were allowed to establish schools in their own languages, or send their children to English schools, government-sponsored education for Malays was only at primary level, leaving little room for social mobility or interaction with other groups who could not speak their language. Some Malays did, increasingly, send their children to urban English schools in the 1920s and 1930s, where Malay children were often given scholarships. There, they gained a very different experience from that in the vernacular or communal schools, which fostered distinct senses of community for both indigenous and immigrant communities. 'Town Malays' mixed and mingled within a multi-ethnic society, and found ways to adapt and change their traditions, finding creative ways of fusing them with those of others. 90 In September 1939, the Reverend Ho Seng Ong, a principle of the Anglo-Chinese School in Malacca, applauded this propensity for adaptation and intercultural contact. Recognizing that racial prejudices and narrow nationalisms were endemic to the region, he nonetheless argued that Malaya could be an object lesson in racial harmony and tolerance:
Malaya is fortunate in having several different racial strains living side by side, for history teaches that all real progress in culture, both material and spiritual, comes mainly from the contact of peoples. Any attempt at racial insulation and social segregation because it is thought each is fundamentally different and eternally distinct is to lay stress on our differences and to postpone the coming of universal brotherhood and world peace y. It is dangerous to regard the social and religious practices and beliefs of a given people as static phenomena. Man keeps a plasticity, a power of adaptive response to changing circumstances. We know this is happening in Malaya. Who, thirty years ago, would have thought that we could have co-education in English schools, Malay girls, garbed in uniform, taking part in sports, Asiatics finding recreation in ballroom dancing; mixed swimming in public; a Malay girl preparing for the medical profession? 91 armies, and acted as soldiers, judges, peace-brokers, intellectuals, calligraphers, and poets. He argued that, previously, it had only been in Islam that men and women had once been considered equal, and given absolute freedom. Malays had forgotten this heritage of Islamic womanhood, and it was only when women were given an education that the community could 'shine in the future in the world, among the nations of the age'. 93 Ironically, it was the young and women who were seen by these Asian Rotarians as the harbingers of the nation, even though these two groups were never included in Rotary's luncheon meetings. However, by providing a platform for the discussion of cosmopolitan visions, along with a recognition of the problems as well as the possibilities of ethnic pluralism, Rotary venues gave the basis for imagining a modern, multi-ethnic community within a larger international framework of nations. As citizens of the world, Rotarians were aware of the opportunities that increasing numbers of young people and women all over the globe had to shape the political and cultural life of emerging nations. In Rangoon, where anti-colonial nationalist feelings ran high, the multi-ethnic youth and women of its university participated in protests and the creation of a national literature. In Bangkok, young men and women gathered around university campuses and film companies to start literary periodicals and question their society's class structure and traditions, before a group of Paris-educated young men took over the nation. 94 In Penang, young men and women wrote to newspapers to debate their own visions of cosmopolitan community. 95 In recognizing the speed with which young people were participating in public life and interacting with each other, and in enhancing their opportunities to do so, Asian Rotarians echoed the final lines of Zimmerman's speech on Rotary's 'Acid Test':
If you really want to know what all races and nationalities hold in common at the threshold of life, integrate your interest with young people. Study their yearnings and aspirations, analyse their fundamental needs, then associate yourselves together in projects that will lift the level of opportunities for them y no greater challenges exist than among the youth of our own cosmopolitan communities in south eastern Asia.
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Conclusion: civil society legacies
A lexicon of internationalism provided a lens by which Rotarians could critique their own multi-ethnic societies and articulate a cosmopolitan relationship to each other, giving way to more grounded understandings of inter-racial friendship in Southeast Asia, while advocating a responsibility to a wider community. This was a community that was simultaneously local, national, and global, not imagined through a shared vernacular language but built through civic engagement -by endowing schools, giving public lectures, investing in youth, and promoting female education. 97 Asian Rotarians believed that active participation in the economic and civic life of the country was the basis for a viable national community. The lines of ethnicity hardened in the post-colonial period, with the rise of authoritarian regimes during the Cold War. In post-colonial Malaya, racial politics prevailed over pre-war cosmopolitanism in the political shaping of the nation, particularly from the 1960s. When a military dictatorship took power in Burma in 1962, thousands of Burmese Indians, Muslims, and Western foreigners were forced to leave the country. The name of Siam changed to 'Thailand' -land of the Thais -under the military rule of Phibun Songkram, followed by clampdowns on Chinese involved in political activity, labour organizations, and, as in much of the region during the Cold War, leftist organizations.
Despite the machinations of states, however, the legacies of multi-ethnic civil society persisted. A multiplicity of religious institutions -from Rangoon's Muslim Free Hospital to the Li Ti Miao temple in Bangkok, to Sikh temples throughout the region -continue to open their doors to a diversity of ethnic communities. Owing to an impressive grassroots effort by scholars and activists to transform the way in which the histories of their nations have been told, the Penang State Museum and the Museum of Siam celebrate the historical ethnic diversity of their local and national communities. Philanthropy, volunteerism, NGOs, and women's movements in the interests of multi-ethnic communities continue to characterize local cultures of civil society in the region, with migrant communities playing a major role. 98 
